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Summary: Research conducted in the 1980s and early 1990s showed considerable inequalities within male-female cou-
ples as concerns financial arrangements and access to personal spending money. This paper provides an analysis of the
allocation of money in German couples that goes beyond previous research in two respects. First, data are used that per-
mit direct, albeit only rough, assessments of the amount of personal spending money available to each of the partners.
Second, it is therefore possible to investigate in some detail the factors that may influence the availability of personal
spending money and thus also the possible differences between the woman and the man concerning the amount of mo-
ney available to each of them.
The empirical analysis is based on the German Low Income Panel (NIedrig-Einkommens-Panel, NIEP), a panel study repre-
sentative of households with an income lower than about 1.5 times the German social assistance rate in 1999, the year of
the first wave. We use the fourth wave of the NIEP, in which questions about couples’ money management were added to
the questionnaire. The data refer to those 718 households that consisted of an adult couple, with or without children.
While not all couples allocate the same amount of money to each partner, there is no difference in the proportion of
men and women who have more money at their disposal than their partners. A number of hypotheses are tested
concerning the amount of money allocated to individual partners, and the effects are basically the same for men and
women. Investigation of the effects on the within-couple differences in personal spending money shows that the balance
shifts in favor of the male partner if his education is superior to that of the female partner. This holds specifically for
couples with very low incomes.
Zusammenfassung: Untersuchungen in den 1980er und frühen 1990er Jahren haben gezeigt, dass innerhalb von Paarbe-
ziehungen eine beträchtliche Ungleichheit der Geldarrangements und beim Zugang zu Geld für persönliche Ausgaben
besteht. Die hier vorgelegten Analysen der Allokation von Geld in Paarbeziehungen gehen in zweierlei Hinsicht über die
bisherigen Untersuchungen hinaus: Erstens erlauben die hier verwendeten Daten eine direkte, wenn auch grobe, Ein-
schätzung des Geldbetrages, der jedem Partner für die persönlichen Ausgaben zur Verfügung steht. Zweitens können
wir detailliert die Faktoren bestimmen, die die Verfügung über Geld für persönliche Ausgaben und somit auch mögliche
Unterschiede zwischen Männern und Frauen in der Verfügung über Geld beeinflussen.
Wir verwenden Daten des Niedrig-Einkommens-Panels (NIEP), einer repräsentativen Untersuchung von Haushalten,
die in der ersten Panel-Welle im Jahr 1999 über ein Einkommen verfügten, das unter dem 1,5-fachen des damals gültigen
Sozialhilfesatzes lag. In der unseren Auswertungen zugrunde liegenden vierten Welle waren einige Fragen zur Geldver-
waltung enthalten. Unser Datensatz bezieht sich auf 718 Paarhaushalte mit und ohne Kinder.
In den meisten Paarbeziehungen können beide Partner über den gleichen Geldbetrag verfügen, und wenn das nicht der
Fall ist, verfügen Männer genauso häufig wie Frauen über mehr Geld als der Partner. Eine Reihe von Hypothesen über
die Geldzuteilung in Paarbeziehungen wird getestet. Die gefundenen Effekte sind bei Männern und Frauen im Wesentli-
chen die gleichen. Die Verfügung über Geld verschiebt sich zu Gunsten des Mannes, wenn dieser höher qualifiziert ist
als die Frau. Besonders ausgeprägt ist dieser Zusammenhang in Haushalten mit sehr geringem Einkommen.
1. Inequality within families and couples
During the past twenty years, sociologists and econ-
omists have begun to study within-household ine-
qualities in the allocation of money. They have been
attacking notions, prevailing in both disciplines, of
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families or couples1 as ‘units’ in which money is
pooled and both partners (and possibly children)
have equal or fair access to all resources or have
common preferences about how money is to be
spent (see, e.g. Becker 1981). Such assumptions are
made implicitly in most research about inequality
and poverty when the incomes of all household
members are added up to create a ‘household in-
come’. After the appropriate adjustments for house-
hold size or composition not only is the income po-
sition of the household determined (such as being
‘poor’, or ‘in the n-th quantile of the income distri-
bution’), but it is also assumed that this income po-
sition is the same for all members of the household.
Thus, if a household is poor, all household mem-
bers are considered to be poor; if it is wealthy,
wealth is attributed to every single person living in
the household.
Such notions have been criticised for quite some time
(see Young 1952, Jenkins 1991), but the critique
has gained momentum through research that has
investigated in more detail the money arrangements
of couples. The seminal work by Jan Pahl (1983,
1989) is probably the most well-known, but similar
research has been accomplished, for instance, by
others in Great Britain (Wilson 1987, Burgoyne
1990), in Australia (Edwards 1982), New Zealand
(Fleming 1997) and Sweden (Nyman 1999).2 These
studies have investigated how the money that
comes into the household is actually dealt with, that
is, how it is allocated, managed, distributed and
controlled. This research has demonstrated a num-
ber of inequalities between partners. For instance,
it has been noted that cases in which women man-
age the household income occur most frequently in
low-income households where managing money
amounts to just another household chore, i.e. that
of making ends meet. In contrast, male responsibili-
ty for money management occurs more frequently
in more affluent working-class households and thus
implies real decision-making power about the allo-
cation of money (Pahl 1989). We may term such
inequalities ‘procedural’ and contrast them with
the inequalities of ‘outcome’ that occur if one of
the partners has access to larger sums of money for
his/her own personal spending (‘personal spending
money’). Nearly throughout, it has been reported
that women tend to have less access to personal
spending money and thus are more frequently in a
disadvantaged position compared with men.
This paper, based on data collected recently in Ger-
many, casts doubts on the persistence of ‘outcome’
inequalities, at least in this country. This is surpris-
ing as inequalities in labour force participation as
well as income inequalities between men and wo-
men are rather pronounced in Germany (see Rube-
ry/Fagan/Smith 1999, Employment in Europe 2004).
Nonetheless, our data seem superior to most of the
data used in earlier research as we have direct esti-
mates, albeit rough ones, of the amounts of
personal spending money available to the two part-
ners. In addition, we use quite elaborate informa-
tion about household income and expenditure and
are thus able to check the plausibility of informa-
tion about personal spending money. The fact that
overall there are no gendered inequalities concern-
ing the access to personal spending money does
not imply, however, that inequalities between part-
ners do not affect the allocation of money. What
we note is rather that especially inequalities of edu-
cation in lower class couples appear to influence
the way that money is distributed between men and
women.
2. Previous research, aims of the present
study, and hypotheses
The most clear-cut statement about unequal access
to money comes from Edwards’ (1982) research in
Australia. She claimed that in virtually all of the 50
couples she had investigated the men had access to
more spending money than the women. The in-
equalities observed by Pahl in Britain are not as
unequivocal, but nonetheless quite pronounced. 44
per cent of the men, but only 28 per cent of the
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1 We are keenly aware of the difference between ‘house-
holds’, ‘couples’ and ‘families’. In this paper, we are inter-
ested in households that consist of (usually two) adults
whose relationship is based on affective ties which in
modern societies are normally termed ‘love’ or ‘romance’,
no matter whether or not they are married or whether or
not they have children. In Western societies such house-
holds constitute the vast majority of the private house-
holds that accommodate at least two adults.
2 Other research has focused on the banking arrange-
ments of couples (Cheal 1993, Treas 1993, Giesen/Kal-
mijn 1997). We do not discuss this research here as it is
riddled with difficulties about assessing the actual ma-
nagement of accounts. Usually, if a couple has a joint ac-
count it is assumed that both have free and equal access to
this account; if there are formally ‘separate’ or individual
accounts, it is assumed that only the account holder has
access to his or her own account. Whether such assumpti-
ons are justified is a matter of empirical assessment, but as
yet the necessary information has not been collected. In
addition, there seems to be no information to date concer-
ning the amounts of money available to both or individual
partners in bank accounts.
women reported having personal spending money;
86 per cent of the men in contrast to 67 per cent of
their partners spent money on leisure activities. In
17 cases (of 102 couples interviewed) the sums
spent by the women on leisure activities exceeded
those of the men, whereas the reverse was true in
55 cases (Pahl 1989: 148, see also Pahl 1990: 132).
In addition, many more men reported spending mon-
ey on drinking and gambling, and the sums spent
on such activities are notoriously underestimated
(Pahl 1989: 148). Differences between men and
women concerning personal spending money were
also observed in a large-scale standardized survey
conducted in Britain in the late 1980s. Depending
on the system of money management, between 18
and 42 per cent of the men were said to have more
personal spending money, whereas the share of
couples in which the female partner had more
money was never higher than 20 per cent (Vogler/
Pahl 1994: 282, see also Pahl 1995: 372).
Even when couples ‘pool’ their money, this does
not necessarily result in equal access to personal
spending money according to previous research.
For example, a study by Burgoyne and Lewis
(1994) aimed at questioning the reality behind no-
tions of income sharing. In their study of eight
couples who were classified as having a shared man-
agement system, they found that wives reported
reservations and inhibitions concerning access to
money, and some claimed that they never spent mon-
ey on themselves. This was in contrast to the men
who used the joint account freely to draw personal
spending money (similar results are reported by
Singh [1997: 104] for Australian couples). Two ex-
planations were offered for this finding: first, de-
spite the idea of sharing in marriage, both women
and men attached a sense of ‘ownership’ to earn-
ings, which inhibited the spending of the money by
the partner who did not ‘own’ it (see also Elizabeth
2001: 390). Second, even though both men and
women were aware of, and valued positively, the
wives’ domestic labour as an important input to the
household economy, it seemed that this work was
not seen as entitling women to access to money in
the same way as men’s paid work in the formal
economy did. Even though it is not clear how much
money men and women spent on themselves, the
results of this research were described as ‘unequal
financial outcomes’ (Burgoyne/Lewis 1994: 112).
The only study that reports equal access of men
and women to personal spending money comes
from Sweden. Again based on large-scale survey
data about Swedish households, 19 per cent of the
women and 15 per cent of the men were said to
have access to more money than their partners,
whereas the remaining couples shared resources
equally (Roman/Vogler 1999). This result was seen
as pointing to the greater overall gender equality in
Sweden. However, as the Swedish data were col-
lected in 1996 (in contrast to 1987 as was the case
with the British survey data) they may also be in-
dicative of a secular trend towards more equality.3
One problem of the studies discussed is that the dif-
ferences between men and women are often based
on rough indicators. The best data available thus
far seem to come from Pahl’s qualitative research,
whereas the survey data from which the more re-
cent results stem are more superficial. They were
not based on an assessment of the specific amount
of money available to each partner, but rather on
general indications as to whether the respondents
felt that access to personal spending money was
equal or not. Second, rather little is known about
the causes of possible differences in access to per-
sonal spending money. Some analyses suggest that
such differences are related to procedural dimen-
sions of money in couples; according to Vogler and
Pahl (1994), it is particularly the ‘female whole-wage
system’ and the ‘housekeeping-allowance system’
of money management that is at the root of male
predominance concerning personal spending mon-
ey. But it might be assumed that there are other in-
fluences behind these results, such as differences in
the partners’ earnings or other forms of differences
in power. Even though money arrangements are re-
ported to depend at least partly on such factors
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3 To the best of our knowledge, the present study is the
first investigation of the allocation of money in couples in
Germany. There is some research in Germany on the man-
agement of money by households (most notably Gräbe
1998), but this neglects the problem of money within house-
holds. Likewise, research on money and gender (Wrede
2003) has focused on (presumed) differences between wo-
men and men, but has not taken relationships within coup-
les into account (with the exception of women running
into debt because of their standing surety for loans their
partners had taken out, see Schmedt 2003). Ludwig-May-
erhofer (2000) has analysed money management in Ger-
man couples employing the ISSP (International Social Sur-
vey Programme) data from 1994. Results from recent
qualitative research on money within couples that focuses
on the question as to the extent to which money is seen as
‘common’ or as ‘money of one’s own’ can be found in
Wimbauer et al. (2002); Wimbauer (2003); Allmendinger
et al. (2004); and Schneider et al. (2005). Finally, research
should be mentioned that deals with the experiences of
monetary crises over three generations (Heisterhagen/
Hoffmann 2003) or with the ways that parents teach their
children to deal with money (Rosendorfer 2000).
(Pahl 1989), as yet no detailed analyses of the pos-
sible influences of relative power or other factors
on the availability of personal spending money
have been conducted.
Therefore, more research on the allocation of mon-
ey in couples and personal spending money must be
welcome. We provide an analysis that goes beyond
previous research in two respects: first, as outlined
above, data are used that permit direct, albeit only
rough, assessments of the amount of personal
spending money available to each of the partners.
Second, we are therefore able to investigate in some
detail the factors that may influence the availability
of personal spending money and thus also possible
differences between women and men concerning
the amounts of money available to them.
What hypotheses can be formulated to explain the
access to personal spending money of women and
men in couples? We first discuss some hypotheses
that concern the allocation of money per se, in
other words, hypotheses that are not related to in-
equalities between the partners. The allocation of
‘individual money’ may be restricted by a number
of factors. First, the availability of enough money,
i.e. a sufficiently high income, is a prerequisite for
personal spending money; the more scarce money
is, the more the necessity of controlling the flows of
money coming in and going out may work against
individual money. Along the same line, couples
with children may more frequently see a need to
restrict individual spending as opposed to couples
without children, and this need should increase
with the number of children. Second, some people
may see individual money as incompatible with the
idea of ‘being a couple’; we may assume that this is
more frequently the case with married couples as
opposed to cohabiting couples (the latter tend more
frequently to manage money separately, see Fle-
ming 1997, Ludwig-Mayerhofer 2000, Vogler
2005), but also with older couples, who might more
frequently adhere to notions of a couple as a social
unit where there is little room for individual needs.
Third, earlier research based on the International
Social Survey Programme data from 1994 showed
that couples in eastern Germany tend more to man-
age money jointly (Ludwig-Mayerhofer 2000,
Wimbauer et al. 2002); this may also work against
allocating individual spending money.
Thus far, we have considered to what extent money
may or may not be allocated to the individual part-
ners, but we have not discussed inequality within
the couple. The resource theory of power connects
such inequalities mainly to the ratio of individual
incomes (see the seminal study by Blood/Wolfe
[1960]). According to this theory we would expect
that the more money one partner brings into the re-
lationship as compared with the other, the more
power he or she has (see Vogler 1998 for discus-
sion), and this may also concern the power to spend
money individually (see Blumstein/Schwartz 1985:
53). We should add that a possible relationship be-
tween the partners’ income ratio and inequality con-
cerning personal spending money may be explained
by other theories as well. The findings discussed
above that especially women seem to think that
money, even though shared in principle, actually
‘belongs’ to the partner who has earned it indicates
that notions of justice, i.e. normative beliefs, may
likewise be a cause of unequal allocation of money.
While it may be argued that such beliefs constitute
just another form of power, it would be desirable to
distinguish between different kinds of power. How-
ever, the data employed in our analysis do not per-
mit taking this distinction into consideration.
Returning to the resource theory of power, we may
note that other inequalities between partners might
also influence the relative power of one partner,
most notably education. Certainly, education has a
material dimension, which is well captured by the
amount of money each partner contributes to the
household income. But in addition, education and
vocational training indicate income potential; ulti-
mately, they might well come along with societal
recognition. The difference in the educational
achievements of the two partners might thus be re-
lated to the amount of personal spending money fa-
vouring the person who has more education. Final-
ly, we might consider the age difference between
the partners. The younger one partner is in relation
to the other, the better his or her exit options and
therefore the larger his or her share of personal
spending money might be.
The resource theory of power is often contrasted
with theories of doing gender or, perhaps more ap-
propriately, of the symbolic display of gender (Brines
1993). Indeed, observations have been made in
small-scale studies of money management in coup-
les that may be interpreted in the light of such
theories. In her study of cross-class families in
which wives’ earnings were superior to those of
their husbands, McRae (1987) reported that most
couples used a system of joint money management,
possibly to smooth the actual inequality concerning
income; and Stamp’s (1985) study of breadwinning
wives concluded that the wives tried to avoid exert-
ing too much power because of cultural norms ac-
cording to which women should not be more
powerful than men. In the same vein, Potuchek
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(1997) noted that even when women were earning
as much as their partners, they still declared their
partner as the main breadwinner. From this point
of view, a husband with higher earnings should also
have more personal spending money than his wife,
whereas one would not expect a similar shift in fa-
vour of wives who earn more than their husbands;
the possibility might rather be considered that men
whose partners earn more even have comparatively
larger sums of personal spending money at their
disposal in order to compensate for their lack of in-
come or to make this lack invisible. Similar hypo-
theses may be formed with respect to education:
men with higher education than their partners
might take advantage of this fact, whereas women
whose education is superior to that of their partners
might be tempted to ‘hide’ their superior status.
Some research suggests that money arrangements
are influenced by gender stereotypes (Vogler/Pahl
1993, Treas 1993). While our data do not permit
the testing of such effects directly, we might employ
some proxy variables. For instance, gender stereo-
types are related to age (not necessarily due to the
process of ageing but rather because of cohort ef-
fects), and therefore the balance might be expected
to be shifted more in favour of men in older coup-
les. Likewise, education might affect notions of in-
equality or equality in intimate relationships, with
more highly educated persons being more likely to
overcome stereotyped notions of gender (Baxter/
Kane 1995: 206, Hayes/McAllister/Studlar 2000:
435).
A final set of hypotheses is derived from the fact –
to which we will return immediately – that our
sample is comprised largely of medium and low in-
come households. On the one hand, scarcity of mon-
ey may restrict personal spending money for both
partners, as we have already outlined. On the other
hand, previous research suggests that it is precisely
in low income couples that unequal distribution of
personal spending money occurs. For instance, Pahl
(1983,1989) reports that in such couples money ar-
rangements such as the ‘whole wage (or wife man-
agement) system’ are more prevalent, and this sys-
tem (in spite of its name) often implies the husband
keeping some pocket money before handing the re-
mainder of his wage to the wife or female partner.
The latter has to struggle to make ends meet with
the money she receives and often experiences no
leeway to spend money on her own needs. To test
the hypothesis of differences in personal spending
money especially in low income couples, we divide
our sample according to income.
3. Data and methods
The German Low Income Panel (NIedrig-Einkom-
mens-Panel, NIEP) was started in 1999 to gain in-
sight into the development of income and living
conditions of low income households. It includes
households whose income was lower than about
1.5 times the German social assistance rate in the
first wave. The Panel was conducted as a computer-
assisted telephone interviewing survey in which one
household member was questioned in detail about
his own income situation as well as that of all other
household members. Data were collected twice a
year until 2002. The first wave contains 1922
households and represents 5.6 million or 14.8 per
cent of all households in Germany.
We use data from the fourth wave of the NIEP, col-
lected in 2001, in which a few questions about coup-
les’ money management were added to the ques-
tionnaire. In this wave 1417 households from the
initial sample were still participating, and 718 of
these households consisted of an adult couple, with
or without children. In some cases, other adults
were also living in the household, but the questions
about money management clearly focused on the
respondent and his or her partner. Because of some
missing values the maximum number of couples
available for our analyses is reduced to 713.
Due to the sampling frame, in the first wave all
households had an income below the ‘low income
threshold’ as defined above. By the fourth wave, a
sizable number of households had increased their
income, mostly because individuals who had been
unemployed or in training in the first wave had
found gainful employment 18 months later. More
precisely, 41 per cent of the households whose data
are used here (that is, all households with at least
one adult couple) had increased their income above
the ‘low income threshold’, and 92 per cent of them
had an income above the social assistance level,
which can be interpreted as the German poverty line.
To give a better indication of the degree to which
our sample matches German households in general,
we compared the income distribution of our sample
(in the fourth wave) with that of a representative
sample of German households from the year 2001,
the Socioeconomic Panel (see SOEP Group 2001).4
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4 It should be noted that the sampling frame of the two
samples is slightly different. The NIEP sample included
only households in which the informant spoke German
sufficiently well to participate, but apart from that no re-
strictions were made concerning nationality or resident
In spite of the increase in income, the income distri-
bution in our sample exhibits values considerably
below those of the ‘average’ German household
with at least one adult couple (Table 1).
The mean equivalence income5 of the NIEP sample
is roughly two thirds of the one we find in the
SOEP data. The 25th percentile of the NIEP sample
has an equivalence income that is slightly below
that of the 10th percentile of the SOEP data; and
the 90th percentile of the NIEP sample is close to
the median of the SOEP. Obviously, in spite of some
income increases in many couples, and even a con-
siderable increase in a small number of couples (see
the value of the 99th as compared with the 90th per-
centile), our sample still represents mainly couples
from the lower half of the general income distribu-
tion; the standard deviations of the means of both
samples (NIEP: about one third of the mean; SOEP:
about half of the mean) also make it very clear that
especially the wealthier couples are largely absent
from the NIEP sample. For this reason, our analysis
has to be restricted to differences between medium
and low income couples. As outlined at the end of
the previous section, we not only report results on
all couples in the NIEP sample but also divide the
sample at the 25th percentile of the equivalence in-
come (roughly equivalent to the 10th percentile of
the SOEP sample, which is more representative of
the population in general). This makes it possible
to test the hypothesis of unequal access to personal
spending money specifically in couples with very
low incomes.
In the following, we focus on the question about
‘personal spending money’. Each respondent who
had a partner (whether married or not) was asked
whether he or she regularly had money at his or her
disposal to use freely without being accountable to
anybody for it.6 The question was then repeated
with respect to the partner’s personal spending mon-
ey. Respondents had to classify the sums available
to each partner per month according to the fol-
lowing categories:
Q No personal spending money
Q Below DM 50 (about E 25.5)
Q DM 50 to less than DM 100 (E 51)
Q DM 100 up to less than DM 250 (E 127.6)
Q DM 250 up to less than DM 500 (E 255.3)
Q DM 500 or more.
On the basis of these data, we can compare the
amount of personal spending money of each part-
ner and thus arrive at an assessment of who has
more money which seems superior to previous esti-
mates that were based on answers to questions such
as ‘who in your household would you say has the
most personal spending money, the male partner,
the female partner or both equally’ (see Roman/
Vogler 1999: 435, note 17). In addition to this, we
were able to check the plausibility of the data. For
this purpose, we subtracted from the overall house-
hold income fixed expenses, i.e. the rent and other
expenses for the flat or house as well as mortgage
payments and payments for other bank loans.
Next, we subtracted the personal spending money
of both partners. Here the theoretical mean value
for each category was inserted (e.g. DM 25 for the
category ‘below DM 50’), with the exception of the
highest category, where the lowest possible value
(DM 500) was used. We call the resulting amount
the net disposable income, which, despite the minor
error that might result from employing approxi-
mate values for personal spending money, should
be sufficiently large to cover the typical expenditure
on food and other daily needs.7
For one per cent of the households the net dispos-
able income is less then zero. In 95 per cent of the
cases the net disposable income is E 700 or more. If
we relate disposable income to household size and
composition (in analogy with the ‘new’ OECD
equivalence scale for household income, see foot-
note 6), 95 per cent have a ‘net disposable equiva-
lence income’ of E 360 or more. Such sums can be
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status. The SOEP in contrast includes, in addition to Ger-
man-born citizens, (overweighted) samples from five im-
portant immigrant groups with non-German citizenship
and a sample of immigrants of German origin from East-
ern Europe (mostly Russia and Poland) who by law acquire
German citizenship when coming to Germany. The SOEP
data reported here uses weights that are intended to make
the data representative of the target population.
5 The equivalence income was computed according to the
‘new’ OECD scale which assigns a weight of 1 to the head
of the household, 0.5 to persons aged 15 and older and
0.3 to persons under 15 years old.
6 ‘Verfügen Sie selbst regelmäßig über Geld, mit dem Sie
machen können, was Sie wollen, ohne jemandem Rechen-
schaft ablegen zu müssen?’ “Do you regularly have money
at your disposal with which you may do whatever you
wish without having to account to someone for it?”
7 We should mention that in this calculation we are actu-
ally assuming that there is something like a ‘household in-
come’ – in contrast to two separate incomes, for instance.
However, some kind of sharing seems to take place in ma-
ny couples, even though it is not necessarily equal sharing.
As we do not have any clues about couples’ actual money
arrangements, we use what is most likely the ‘modal’ ar-
rangement of couples as a starting point.
regarded as plausible as they are above the level of
social assistance payments, which are supposed to
cover individuals’ basic needs and render possible
participation in cultural and social life. Net dis-
posable equivalence income below this level does
not necessarily imply that the data on personal
spending money are implausible; there may be
other reasons such as erroneous data about income
or about other types of expenditure. However, in
order to be sure we conducted all of the analyses
twice, once including all couples and once exclud-
ing the five per cent with a net disposable equiva-
lence income below E 360. The results we obtained
were almost always in agreement with those for the
full sample, and so we report only the latter results
in the following, indicating any deviations that oc-
curred in the reduced sample.
However, plausibility cannot be equated with vali-
dity. At the very least, one might presume that the
data may be affected by respondent bias. Is there
anything we can say about this?8 We have only in-
direct clues, which amount to the conclusion that
respondent bias may play less of a role here than
concerning other aspects of the financial organisa-
tion of households. In all our models, we include a
variable indicating which of the partners – male or
female – has provided the answers to the inter-
viewer. The reason for this procedure is that with
regard to another question – ‘which of the two of
you has the final say in financial matters’ – the data
are influenced heavily by the respondent’s gender:
whereas 12 per cent of the men attributed the ‘final
say’ to themselves and 7 per cent to their wives or
partners (with all others indicating that both part-
ners had an equal influence), only 5 per cent of the
women said that their partners had the final say
and 24 per cent claimed the final say for them-
selves. This strong difference was also observed in
multivariate models in which this variable was re-
gressed on a number of factors that might actually
influence decision-making power, which indicates
that the answers to this question are heavily biased
by the respondents’ gender and therefore of little
value.9 However, no such influence of respondent
gender was obtained when the variable ‘personal
spending money’ was investigated, neither in bi-
variate nor in multivariate analyses.
4. Results
Personal spending money of men and women:
descriptive analyses
In 35 per cent of couples neither of the partners has
any personal spending money at his or her disposal,
in 55 per cent both partners do. The remaining coup-
les report that either the man or the woman has
personal spending money, each group comprising 5
per cent (Table 2). As expected the distribution dif-
fers according to the income level of the couples.
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Table 1 Income distribution of NIEP and SOEP samples
NIEP SOEP
Net household
income
Equivalence income
(OECD, new)
Net household
income
Equivalence income
(OECD, new)
Mean 3739 1857 4952 2757
S.D. 1273 587 2427 1408
Percentiles 1 1400 739 1600 850
10 2229 1249 2631 1522
25 2736 1500 3500 1920
50 3674 1781 4500 2444
75 4513 2123 6000 3333
90 5372 2483 8000 4333
99 7479 4183 13500 7500
No. of households 713 6454
Source: NIEP wave 4, own calculations; GSOEP, 2001 wave, own calculations
All values are in Deutsche Mark (DM)
8 We may note in passing that previous research – not
least the research we discussed above – did not at all ad-
dress questions of the plausibility or validity of their data.
9 Of course, research may address the sources of such res-
pondent bias. However, the data we use here do not per-
mit such analyses.
48 per cent of the couples at the very bottom of the
income distribution (lower 25 per cent)10 report hav-
ing no personal spending money at all, while this
holds for only 31 per cent of the couples in the up-
per 75 per cent. Gender differences cannot be ob-
served in either of the income groups, however.
This also holds for the amount of money that men
and women have at their own disposal. The margin-
al distribution of men’s and women’s personal
spending money is virtually the same. Again, this
applies to the ‘very low income’ couples (bottom
25 per cent) and to the couples in the ‘not so low’
part of the income distribution, even though in the
latter couples the amount of money available for
each partner is clearly more frequently in the higher
range and considerably fewer women and men are
reported to have no personal spending money at
all.
This finding does not imply that within each couple
both partners command the same amount of mon-
ey. As expected there are some inequalities within
couples, but overall they are not in favour of one
gender over the other. Instead, 12 per cent of both
the male and the female partners, respectively, have
more money available for individual use than their
partners. Again, we cannot assume more or less in-
equality within ‘very low income couples’, as the
small deviation from this distribution which we ob-
serve in these couples (11 per cent of the female
and 7 per cent of the male partners command larger
sums than their partner) are clearly not significant
(neither statistically nor substantially). We might
also note that the marginally larger share of couples
in the ‘lower 25 per cent’ group in which both part-
ners command the same amount of money (82 per
cent) is a result of more couples in which both part-
ners have no money at all at their individual dis-
posal.
Multivariate analyses
In order to assess the factors that may determine
the amount of personal spending money and the
difference between women and men, ordered logis-
tic regression models were estimated. A first set of
models focused on the personal spending money of
men and of women separately. These models help
us to understand whether or not the amount of per-
sonal spending money is influenced by the same
factors (and to the same degree) in the case of men
and of women. In addition, models were estimated
that used the difference in personal spending money
as a dependent variable. These models might give a
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Table 2 Amount of personal spending money of men and women, in DM (first row: absolute frequencies; second row
[italics]: total percent)
Female Partner
Male Partner None < 50 50 to 99 100 to 249 250 to 499 500 + N
None 250 8 6 13 4 4 285
35 1 1 2 1 1 40
less than 50 7 25 5 1 0 0 38
1 4 1 0 0 0 5
50 to 99 5 4 71 20 1 0 101
1 1 10 3 0 0 14
100 to 249 22 3 14 146 10 4 199
3 0 2 21 1 1 28
250 to 499 1 2 2 9 36 4 54
0 0 0 1 5 1 8
500 or more 1 0 3 2 5 20 31
0 0 0 0 1 3 4
N 286 42 101 191 56 32 708
40 6 14 27 8 5 100
Source: NIEP wave 4, own calculations
10 The bottom 25 per cent were defined by the value of
the 25th percentile of the distribution of the equivalence
income. At this value (DM 1500) three couples were ob-
served, and thus our ‘lower 25 per cent’ actually comprise
not only 178 couples, but one additional couple with the
same income as the 178th couple.
clearer picture of factors that work differently for
male and for female partners.
Before proceeding, some variables used in the
following analyses have to be described in more
detail.
Dependent variables: The amount of personal spend-
ing money for men and women was used ‘as is’.
The difference between men and women had to be
recoded due to the very thin marginal distribution
of the resulting variable, particularly if the sample
was divided into the income categories (lower 25
and top 75 per cent). If the personal spending mon-
ey of one partner is two or more categories higher
than that of the other partner (e.g. one partner was
in category 250 to 499 and the other in category 50
to 99 or even lower), we say that this partner has
‘much more’ money; if the distance between both
partners is one category only, we say that he or she
has ‘some more’. Thus, the variable ‘difference in
personal spending money’ has five categories, rang-
ing from ‘female partner has much more’ (lowest
category) to ‘male partner has much more’ (highest
category).
Income: To make household income comparable
between households of different size and composi-
tion, incomes were weighted using the new OECD
equivalence scale (see footnote 6). As couples have
to bear widely different costs for their flats or hous-
es and these costs necessarily restrict the amounts
of money available for other purposes, we deducted
all costs related to the flat prior to computing the
weighted incomes. Likewise, any payments made to
people outside the household were deducted, as in
most cases such payments are mandatory (such as
maintenance for children living in a separate house-
hold) and thus restrict the disposable income addi-
tionally.11
Income ratio of partners: The bargaining power
within the household rises only with the outside op-
tion income (Nash 1950). Therefore, to compute
the personal income we excluded welfare transfers
targeted at the whole family (such as child and hous-
ing benefits), even if one partner had named them
among his own resources. The income ratio is cal-
culated as
(male personal income/(female personal income + 1))
if the male income is higher and
–(female personal income/(male personal income + 1))
otherwise. In order to test for effects of ‘gender dis-
play’, this variable was used not only ‘as is’ – which
would indicate an effect along the lines of the re-
source theory of power – but also in two additional
ways: first, to test for a curvilinear effect the in-
come ratio was squared and used together with the
simple income ratio.12 Second, the income ratio
was truncated from the bottom at the value of zero
which means that the value of zero was assigned to
couples in which the woman’s income was higher
than that of her husband or partner.
Labour market participation: As labour market
participation (male only/female only/both/neither)
is highly correlated with income ratio, it was mean-
ingless to estimate models including both variables
due to collinearity. However, all models were run
again with labour market participation variables
instead of the income ratio. The results were vir-
tually unchanged, and we therefore report only the
models including the income ratio.
Education: As with other variables, both the educa-
tion of the individual partners and the difference
between the two partners may be important.13 In-
cluding both partners’ education plus the difference
in education must result in extreme collinearity and
therefore only the education of the male partner
and the difference in the education of the two part-
ners was used. However, owing to the difference in
education being included in the model, ‘education
of the male partner’ must be read as ‘educational
level of both partners, unless there is a difference in
education’. As education is measured at an ordinal
level only, all education measures are represented
by dummy variables. Note that our variable ‘educa-
tion’ concerns not only schooling, but also training
for the labour market; a person who has undergone
vocational training (below university level), even if
s/he has only completed lower secondary education
usually has a higher earnings potential than a per-
son with intermediate secondary education (e.g. an
intermediate school leaving certificate, such as Ger-
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11 We also ran analyses using (weighted) household in-
come ‘as is’, but as expected the variable described above
yielded the most clear-cut results.
12 For this purpose, the minimum value of the income ra-
tio was set to zero before taking the square.
13 We should emphasise that the sample comprises a con-
siderable number of persons who are in vocational train-
ing (including university studies), unemployed or retired
and hence without any earnings from paid work. There-
fore, at the individual level the relationship between income
and education is rather weak. Likewise, there is almost no
correlation between education and the household income.
This is the case because particularly among the well edu-
cated couples of this sample a substantial number can be
found in which only one partner is employed and the
other is either unemployed or pursuing further education.
many’s ‘Mittlere Reife’ or Britain’s GCSEs) but no
vocational training. Therefore we code persons
with only lower or intermediate secondary educa-
tion as ‘low educational level’, those with a voca-
tional qualification as ‘medium’ and those with
completed upper secondary education (e.g. the Ger-
man ‘Abitur’, which entitles its holder to enter uni-
versity) or with a university degree as ‘high’.
Age and age difference: Only the age of the male
partner is included in our analyses, as the age dif-
ference is also built into our multivariate models.
The age difference was computed as (male age –
female age) and ranges from –22 to 34.
Let us first turn to factors determining the amount
of personal spending money of men and women
(Table 3). Overall, most of the results are in line
with some of the hypotheses presented above. The
personal spending money of both men and women
depends highly on the income level of the house-
hold. Surprisingly, however, the number of children
has no significant impact on the amount of per-
sonal spending money, a result that applies in par-
ticular to women.14 According to the second set of
hypotheses, some couples were assumed to be less in-
clined to allocate individual spending money. Indeed,
compared with unmarried couples, both married
men and married women have less personal spend-
ing money at their disposal. Likewise, we assumed a
negative correlation between age and personal spend-
ing money since older couples may adhere to notions
of the couple as a ‘unity’ more strongly than younger
couples do. Results show that this applies to women
in particular. Finally, we focused on East-West diffe-
rences. Prior research showed that couples in eastern
Germany tend more to manage money jointly, a re-
sult that is strongly supported by the data used here.
Regardless of their total income, eastern German
men and women living as couples have considerably
less personal spending money.
Further hypotheses were related to factors affecting
the internal balance of power within couples. First,
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Table 3 Factors determining the amount of personal spending money of men and women (ordered logistic regression
models)
Men Women
Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E.
Income (/1000) .962 .132Q .944 .131Q
Age (male partner) –.020 .008q –.021 .0086
Married –.537 .228q –.474 .228q
Number of children –.136 .079 –.070 .079
Eastern Germany –.503 .1646 –.516 .1646
Income ratio (male/female) .006 .052 –.003 .052
Age difference .022 .016 .031 .016
Education: ‘Abitur’ or university degree(a) .307 .299 .815 .3006
Education: Vocational training(a) .053 .198 .335 .199
Difference in education: Male higher(b) –.138 .209 –.514 .212q
Difference in education: Female higher(b) –.132 .263 .123 .263
Respondent: Female .237 .147 .103 .147
–2 Log-Likelihood Null Model 2090.49 2114.96
–2 Log-Likelihood Final Model 1991.21 2006.38
χ2 99.28Q 108.58Q
McFadden’s Pseudo-R² .047 .051
q p < 0.05, 6 p < 0.01, Q p < 0.001 Significance levels according to t-statistic (Coeff./S.E.)
(a) Reference category: Lower or intermediate secondary education only (Hauptschule or Mittlere Reife), no vocational training
(b) Reference category: Both equal
Source: NIEP, wave 4, own calculations
14 We would hypothesize that the number of children is
indeed important here, as with an increasing number of
children the restrictions on parents’ spending money
should increase as well. We also tested models where only
a dummy variable was included that indicated the pre-
sence or absence of children. The results did not differ at
all from those we present here.
the resource theory of power states that the more
money one partner brings into the relationship as
compared with the other, the more power he or she
has. In turn, we should find significant effects of
the income ratio on the amount of personal spend-
ing money. According to our analyses this is not
the case, however. For both men and women the
personal spending money is unaffected by the in-
come share they contribute to the household. Alter-
native versions of the variable income ratio (includ-
ing its square) which should test ‘gender display’
effects – in other words, the assumption that the in-
come ratio works differently when the female partner
has the higher income – also exhibited no effect.15
Equally, the age difference between the partners does
not exert the expected impact on personal spending
money, quite in contrast to the educational level
and the difference in the partners’ education. First,
the educational level of the couple has a clear im-
pact on the woman’s personal spending money.
Couples with a high school / upper secondary
school qualification or a university degree allow
the female partner more personal money compared
with couples with lower educational achievements.
It seems to be the case that highly educated couples
share different norms of justice from couples with
low education only, and further a redistribution of
personal spending money in favour of women.
Analysing the difference between men and women
as regards educational and vocational levels, we
find that an educational or vocational advantage of
men over their partners translates into less personal
spending money for the women (but not vice versa).
This result is in line with theories of the symbolic
display of gender as outlined above. While men use
their education as a powerful resource to obtain
more personal money, women may indeed hide
their educational advantage by allocating more per-
sonal spending money to their partners as opposed
to themselves. In addition, social class assumes a
specific role. As further analyses (not shown here)
indicate, the men who take advantage of their
higher education are particularly those who have
completed vocational training while the wife or
partner has a low school qualification at best. It is
in this low education class constellation that men
increase their personal money at the expense of
their partners.
In a further step, regression models were run sepa-
rately for couples with relatively low (lower 25%)
and higher (upper 75%) household incomes. The
results for the more advantaged group are in line
with the overall results presented in Table 3. In con-
trast, an analysis of the very poor couples shows
some differences. In particular, overall household
income does not affect personal spending money,
which may be explained by the very low income
variation in this group. However, all the effects of
the educational and vocational level attained also
show in this group.
In the final step of our analysis we now regress the
variables introduced above on the difference in per-
sonal spending money (Table 4). As might be ex-
pected from the similarity between the factors influ-
encing the amount of personal spending money of
male and female partners, very few factors could be
found that have an effect on the difference in per-
sonal spending money. What is most conspicuous is
the absence of any influence of the difference in in-
dividual income. However, the same result was ob-
tained when labour market participation was used;
whether neither partner, one partner or both part-
ners were in paid work made no difference concern-
ing personal spending money when household in-
come was taken into account.16 Likewise, the age
difference between partners had no influence.17 In
couples with higher education only a slight and
non-significant tendency working in favour of the
female partner’s personal spending money can be
observed. (In the models that excluded the five per
cent of the couples with implausible data on in-
come or expenditure the educational variables also
became significant at the 5 per cent level.) In terms
of differences between the two partners as regards
educational attainment the results are in line with
the results reported above. Men can translate their
higher education into more personal spending mon-
ey while resource theory does not work for women,
presumably due to the symbolic display of gender
in particular in the low education class.
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15 When both the income ratio and its square were tested,
neither of the variables were significant (which might be
expected due to high collinearity) and the log-likelihood
of the model increased only marginally. Similarly, the
truncated variable produced neither a significant effect
nor an improvement of the log-likelihood. These results
are not included in our tables, but they are available upon
request from the authors.
16 It even made no difference when household income was
not taken into account. The lack of a relationship between
labour market participation and personal spending money
was a persistent finding both of bivariate and several mul-
tivariate analyses.
17 As it might be assumed that only large differences in
age are important, we also tried models in which the age
difference was included as a series of dummy variables.
However, no effect of the age difference was observed.
Repeating the analysis both in the ‘lower 25 per
cent’ and the ‘upper 75 per cent’ couples, we see
that the effect of the difference in education is at
work basically in the lower 25 per cent of the sam-
ple. In the ‘upper 75 per cent’, we cannot discern
any effect, even though we might note that the ef-
fect of the highest level of education (upper secon-
dary school leaving certificate or university degree)
working in favour of more female personal spend-
ing money, is approaching significance. In the low-
est income quarter of the sample, the effect of high
education is much weaker and far from significant;
but the effect of the difference in education is very
pronounced and in addition the male-female in-
come ratio is approaching significance.18 Overall,
these results thus suggest that it is the lowest in-
come couples in which inequalities in personal
spending money might make themselves felt. This
is not because inequality per se is more pronounced
in these couples; it is more the case that we were
able to discern tendencies, albeit slight, towards
more overall equality due to the financial restric-
tions according to which no personal spending
money at all is allocated to either partner in a larger
percentage of couples. ‘More inequality’ in these
lower income couples means more that differences
between the partners as regards education (and per-
haps also regarding income) shift the balance be-
tween the partners, something that we do not ob-
serve in the ‘upper 75 per cent’ couples. We might
add that this result in the ‘lower 25 per cent’ coup-
les is not due to the possible inaccuracies we ob-
serve in a small number of couples. Rather, the
effects we have reported here become even slightly
more pronounced when the five per cent of the
couples with implausible data are excluded, with
the influence of the male-female income ratio also
becoming statistically significant at the 5 per cent
level (results not shown).19
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Table 4 Factors determining the difference in the personal spending money of men and women (ordered logistic regres-
sion model; positive coefficients indicate that the variable works in favour of the male partner)
All couples Lower 25 % Upper 75 %
Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E.
Income (/1000) .152 .160 –.226 .676 .066 .200
Age (male partner) .005 .010 –.014 .021 .011 .011
Married –.120 .298 .450 .656 –.300 .336
Number of children –.058 .102 –.032 .230 –.075 .116
Eastern Germany –.053 .209 .025 .459 –.038 .242
Income ratio (male/female) .061 .067 .338 .179 .034 .073
Age difference –.010 .020 .025 .051 –.020 .022
Education: ‘Abitur’ or university degree(a) –.688 .387 –.293 .843 –.792 .448
Education: Vocational training(a) –.453 .257 –.392 .610 –.489 .286
Difference in education: Male higher(b) .698 .2666 1.662 .6086 .450 .303
Difference in education: Female higher(b) –.519 .338 –.457 .822 –.515 .375
Respondent: Female .257 .189 .601 .410 .186 .216
–2 Log-Likelihood Null Model 1183.13 256.91 977.07
–2 Log-Likelihood Final Model 1167.10 241.39 963.80
χ2 16.03 15.52 13.27
McFadden’s Pseudo-R² 0.014 0.060 0.014
6
p < 0.01 Significance levels according to t-statistic (Coeff./S.E.)
(a) Reference category: Lower or intermediate secondary education only (Hauptschule or Mittlere Reife), no vocational training
(b) Reference category: Both equal
Source: NIEP wave 4, own calculations
18 The inclusion of the income ratio squared again pro-
vided no relevant improvement of the model fit, and the
significance of the truncated variable was marginally low-
er than that of the income ratio ‘as is’.
19 Again, inclusion of the income ratio squared resulted in
both variables – income ratio and its square – not being
significant and yielding no improvement of the model fit.
The truncated variable, which would indicate that the in-
come ratio works only in favour of the male but not of the
5. Discussion and conclusion
In contrast to most previous research the study pre-
sented above does not support the notion that gen-
der generally has an influence on the overall distri-
bution of personal spending money in couples;
most of the couples allocate roughly the same
amount to each partner and the number of couples
in which the men have more money is counterbal-
anced by about the same number of couples where
the reverse is true. The results indicate a degree of
equality that is even slightly larger than that found
in a Swedish sample in 1996. However, it should be
noted that in this study a sample of couples with
rather low incomes was used, and the lower the
overall income of a couple, the more equality is ob-
served not least due to those couples in which nei-
ther of the partners commands any personal spend-
ing money. Therefore, we cannot rule out the
possibility that in wealthier couples more inequality
might be observed. We must also bear in mind that
the question used in this survey to gain insight into
couples’ allocation of money differed from earlier
studies; perhaps this also accounts for (some of) the
deviation of our results from earlier research. Still,
the relatively large equality in personal spending
money could also be due to a secular, albeit slow,
trend towards more gender equality. It is true that
such equality is not making itself felt so much in
the private sphere concerning domestic work (e.g.
Bianchi et al. 2000); the little equality that seems to
be evolving does not arise from men doing more
but from women doing less housework. But one
might speculate that this is precisely what could ex-
plain the increasing equality in women’s access to
personal spending money; perhaps men ‘buy’ them-
selves out of domestic work by conceding to wo-
men equal access to financial resources.20
A second finding concerns the factors operating
within our sample towards more or less equality of
personal spending money. Surprisingly, few factors
shift the balance more towards men or women; but
the influences are more pronounced in couples with
very low incomes. Here, we notice that higher edu-
cation on the part of the man, but also a higher male/
female income ratio, may shift the balance more
towards the male partner. This finding is in line
with resource theory on the part of the men as well
as the symbolic display of gender on the part of the
women. But clearly more research is needed to
establish how these results are ‘accomplished’ in
couples’ everyday life. Thus, it might be investigat-
ed whether and to what extent normative beliefs
about ‘who deserves what’ support such inequali-
ties. Yet another explanation might focus on cul-
turally and socially established expectations. For
instance, lower class men might feel social ‘obliga-
tions’ towards spending personal money that they
cannot easily circumvent (and might not want to
circumvent precisely so as not to endanger their earn-
ings potential through loss of social capital), such
as going out with friends (see Wight 1993: 200 ff.
referring to Scotland),21 whereas for women other
cultural norms apply. They might more easily find
possibilities to refrain from spending money, for in-
stance through restricting themselves more to the
sphere of private life at home. Of course, this is not
meant to imply that they do so voluntarily; rather
that they might feel manifest pressure from their
husbands or the more ‘silent’ pressure exerted by
their economic situation. And they might yield to
such pressure precisely if they attribute to them-
selves lower opportunities of contributing to the
couples’ income due to their lack of education.
By way of conclusion, the importance of the obser-
vation that in our analyses education and differ-
ences in education turn out to be relevant influences
on the internal ‘balance’ of couples should be em-
phasized. In a ‘knowledge society’ education and
the long-term prospects it offers concerning income
potential, orientation and coping are becoming
more important than ever. Our results seem to indi-
cate that its influence also makes itself felt concern-
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female partner, was significant at the 5 per cent level, and
the log-likelihood was marginally, but not significantly,
higher than that of the model with income ratio ‘as is’.
Therefore we cannot exclude the possibility that there is
some truth to the ‘gender display’ hypothesis also with re-
spect to income in these very low income couples, but we
cannot judge which theory is better in terms of explanato-
ry power.
20 It might be argued that the equality in personal spend-
ing money that we have observed actually hides the fact
that women have to spend some of this money on buying
domestic services. We think this is very unlikely. First of
all, the way the question concerning personal spending
money was phrased does not leave much room for such
interpretation. Second, Germans are comparatively re-
luctant to buy domestic services and those who are not re-
luctant come from the upper middle and upper classes,
which are not covered by our sample.
21 Again, we are not aware of similar findings concerning
Germany. Note that also Jan Pahl’s (1990:132) observa-
tion that men in particular may spend more money on
outdoor activities such as drinking and gambling while
women tend to stay home may point in the same direction.
Of course we do not wish to imply that such activities
should always be explained in terms of ‘obligations’ only.
ing negotiations in couples and their outcomes, and
perhaps more so than the mere fact of who earns
how much money at a given time. As women in-
creasingly draw level with men concerning educa-
tion and are perhaps even going to surpass them,
this may result in further changes in the internal ba-
lance of couples.
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